
WITH THE EARLY morn -
ing attack on the Al Fir dos 
(Amiriyah) shel ter on 13
Feb ru ary, Gen Co lin Pow ell
thought that Bagh dad
bombing had run its
course. What's the value

of “mak ing the rub ble bounce,” he told his
staff.  “We have got to re view things to make
sure we're not bomb ing just for the sake of
in dis crimi nate bomb ing.”1

What an odd and in ac cu rate im age for the 
chair man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to hold. 
If ever there was a bomb ing cam paign that
was not in dis crimi nate, it was Bagh dad in
Op era tion De sert Storm.  Yet for all the visi -
bil ity of the Iraqi capi tal, and for all the
brief ings—pub li c and clas si fied—Gen eral Pow ell
could not see what was hap pen ing.  Years
later, in his auto bi og ra phy, he would still
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ask if air power needed to “pound down -
town Bagh dad over a month into the war.”2

Air men might la ment Pow ell's in fan try
bias, but such an in sti tu tional ex pla na tion
glosses over far more im por tant mat ters. If
De sert Storm was the first in for ma tion war,
as some claim, the Air Force stum bled badly. 
Even the high est mili tary and ci vil ian de ci -
sion mak ers evi dently did not un der stand
the bomb ing cam paign.  Moreo ver, dis pro -
por tion ate at ten tion fo cused on Bagh -
dad—an oth er wise sta tis ti cally mi nor part of 
the air war—bred mis guided as sump tions
about tar get ing and strat egy, ones that per -
sist to this day.

Con sid er these facts:

 •In 43 days of war, a mere 330 weap ons
(244 laser- - guided bombs and 86 Toma hawk
cruise mis siles) were de liv ered on Bagh dad
tar gets (a mere three per cent of the to tal of all
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I don't think the

dan ger in Ber lin or

To kyo, ei ther one, was

par ticu larly im mi nent as

it is for Bagh dad to day.

—Wal ter Cronkite
 CNN, 16 Janu ary 1991



Ta ble 1

Bombs De liv ered by F- - 117 “Stealth” on Bagh dad Tar gets
JANUARY FEBRUARY

17 18 19 20 21 22 23 28 29 30 4  5  6  7  8 10 12 13 14 19 22 24 25 28 TOTAL
Leadership

Presidential(5)1  1  0  0  0  0  5  0  0  2  1 0  2  1  6  2  0  0  6  0  0  0  10  6  0  42
Government/Intelligence (5)2  0  1  0  0  0  1  0  2  2  2 0  1  2  0  0  3  1 12  0  0  0   4  0 21  52
Military (5)3  1  3  0  0  2  0  0  3  2  0 0  5  1  0  0  0  4  7  0  6  0   0  0  0  32

Air Defense (2)4  2  1  0  0  0  2  0  1  0  0 0  0  0  0  2  0  0  0  0  0  0   0  0  0   8

Airfields (1)5  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0 0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0 21  0  0   0  4  0   25

C3

Telecommunications (9)3  5  0  1  4  0  6  2  0  0  0 2  0  2  1  2  0  0  6  8  0  0   0  0  0  39
Television/Radios(5)7  1  0  0  1  2  0  0  1  2  0 0  0  0  0  0  1  8  2  0  0  4   0  0  0  22
Bridges(4)8  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  2  6 1  0  4  0  0  2  0  0  0  0  0   0  0  0  15

Other

Storage (2)9  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  2  0 0  2  3  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0   0  0  0   7
Refinery(1)10  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0  0 0  0  0  2  0  0  0  0  0  0  0   0  0  0   2

 TOTAL 10  5  1  5  4 14  2  4 13  9 3 10 13  9  6  6 13 33  0 29  4  14 10 21  244
 Number of Targets Attacked  7  3  1  2  2  7  1  3  7  4 3  4  8  3  4  2  4 13  3  2  1   2  1  2    

 
Ta ble 1 con notes bombs de liv ered, not nec es sar ily hits (see ta ble 2).  Based upon in for ma tion ob tained by the author from AF/Check mate, GWAPS, 37th Wing
rec ords, and the author's re search and vis its to Bagh dad.

Most sources state that 116 Toma hawks hit Bagh dad tar gets.  How ever, 39 were launched on 17 Janu ary, 18 the next day, and some 29 fol lowed on five days
there af ter (19, 22, 25, and 26 Janu ary), for a to tal of 86 cruise mis siles.11

Note:  Baghdad- - area elec tri cal power plants—Bagh dad south elec tri cal power plant (S/GTPP) (“Rash eed” plant), Doura elec tri cal power plant (S/GTPP), and
Wa ziri yah elec tri cal sub sta tion—were only tar geted by Toma hawks.

1. This in cludes the “Amiri yah shel ter” (Al Fir dos C3 bun ker), VIP bomb shel ter (Gov ern ment Con -
trol Cen ter South), New Presi den tial Pal ace, presi den tial resi dence and bun ker, and Presi den tial Spe -
cial Se cu rity Serv ices com pound.

2. This in cludes Ba'ath party head quar ters, Bagh dad Con fer ence Cen ter, Iraqi in tel li gence Serv ice
head quar ters, Iraqi Re gional In tel li gence head quar ters, Min is try of In dus try, and Mili tary In dus tri ali za tion.

3. This in cludes Iraqi air force head quar ters, Min is try of De fense (MOD), na tional com puter com -
plex, MOD head quar ters, Mili tary In tel li gence head quar ters and Re pub li can Guard head quar ters.

4. This in cludes Bagh dad air de fense head quar ters (Wahda) and Bagh dad RADREL ter mi nal air
de fense head quar ters.

5. This in cludes Muthenna air field.
6. This in cludes “AT&T Build ing” (Rash eed Street), Bagh dad auto mated mul ti pur pose ra dio re lay

ter mi nal, Bagh dad tele com mu ni ca tions cen ter, Bagh dad trans mit ter sta tion, Hur riya Square tele phone
ex change (Jad riya), Je noub tele phone ex change (Ma'moon in Al Karkh), Maiden Square (Bab al
Muadem) tele phone ex change, Sad dam City ex change and ra dio re lay, and She mal Tele com PTT.

7. This in cludes Bagh dad In ter na tional RAD COM trans mit ter (AM), Bagh dad In ter na tional Re -
ceiver/RADREL, and Bagh dad Pri mary TV XMTR/An tenna Cen ter (Ah rar), “In ter na tional TV/Press” cen -
ter, and Min is try of In for ma tion and Cul ture.

8. This in cludes Ah rar Bridge, Al Jum hu ri yah Bridge, Shu hada Bridge and 14 July (Ar bataash)
Bridge.

9. This in cludes Bagh dad army stor age de pot and Bagh dad SRBM as sem bly fa cil ity.
10. This in cludes Doura (Ad Dawra) re fin ery.
11. CNA, De sert Storm Re con struc tion Re port, vol. 2, pt. 1, 124, 142, 246, 340; vol. 4, pt. 1, 173, 251;

and vol. 5, pt. 1, 386, 420–34; Con duct at Per sian Gulf War, SE CRET ver sion, T- - 256, re leased un der
the Free dom of In for ma tion Act; At kin son, 37; Gor don and Trai nor, 216. Janu ary 17 tar gets in cluded
Ba'ath party head quar ters, Min is try of De fense head quar ters, the New Presi den tial Pal ace, Doura and
Rash eed elec tri cal power plants and Baghdad- - area sub sta tions, and the Bagh dad Doura re fin ery.
Janu ary 18 tar gets in cluded the Gov ern ment Con trol Cen ter South, MOD Com puter Com plex (Bab al
Muadem), Doura and Rash eed elec tri cal power plants and Baghdad- - area sub sta tions, and the Doura
re fin ery.  The re main ing strikes were all against lead er ship and C3 tar gets.



smart weap ons ex pended) (see ta bles 1 and
2).3

• Ord nance im pact ing in Bagh dad to taled 
287 tons (not even one- - tenth of one per cent 

of the to tal in the air war).4  Con trast this
with Line backer II, dur ing which air craft
dropped 15,000 tons on Ha noi in 11 days,
50 times the bomb ton nage on Bagh dad.

• There were 18 days and nights when
there were no Bagh dad strikes at all.  In
eight ad di tional days and nights, five or
fewer weap ons fell.  There were only 14
nights when more than two in di vid ual tar -
gets were at tacked within the city.

• Three of Bagh dad's 42 tar gets—Iraqi air
force head quar ters, Muthenna air field, and
Ba'ath party head quar ters—ab sorbed 20 per -
cent of the ef fort.5

 • The most in tense “lead er ship” at tack in 
Bagh dad oc curred on the last day of the war, 
when 21 bombs were de liv ered against the
empty Ba'ath party head quar ters.

• Only once, on 7 Feb ru ary, was a sus -
pected presi den tial tar get hit with more
than two bombs dur ing an at tack.

Some ar gue that such sta tis tics prove the
de ci sive ness of a few bombs.6  Yet, based
upon an on- - the- - ground sur vey, in ter views
with Iraqi and Ameri can of fi cials, and de -
tailed new data about the F- - 117 cam paign
in the capi tal, a dif fer ent per spec tive
emerges.  As sess ing the ef fects of stra te gic
bomb ing has never been easy and Bagh dad
is no ex cep tion.  But a close ex ami na tion of
city at tacks leaves the un de ni able con clu -
sion that de spite hy per bole to the con trary,
Bagh dad bomb ing in it self pro duced lit tle
iden ti fi able mili tary ef fect.

In deed, the core fo cus mostly had ci vil ian 
im pact.  The United Na tions Chil dren's
Fund (UNI CEF) stated im me di ate ly af ter the
cease fire that Bagh dad “is a city es sen tially
un marked, a body with its skin ba si cally in -
tact, with every main bone bro ken and with
its joints and ten dons cut. . . .”7  There was
lit tle rub ble, and ci vil ians were spared, but
their life sup port sys tems—elec tric ity, wa ter,
trans por ta tion, com mu ni ca tions—were dis -
abled. 

To some, this is the very defi ni tion of
strate gic.  In the words of  Lt Col Dan iel
Kuehl, USAF, Re tired, it was “the pro gres sive 
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Ta ble 2

F- - 117 Bagh dad
Strikes, Hits, and Misses

NO--
STRIKES HITS MISSES DROPS

January

17  13  7                 3  4
18  7  5                 0  3
19  10  0                 1  9
20  6  4                 1  4
21  2  4                 0  0
22  11  14                 0  2
23  2  2                 0  1
28  5  1                 3  0
29  11  12                 1  1
30  11  3                 6  6

February

 4  10  2                 1  7
 5  10  9                 1  0
 6  16  12                 1  3
 7  8  8                 1  1
 8  6  6                 0  1
10  8  5                 1  3
12  13  11                 2  0
13  37  29                 4  4
14  10  7                 1  2
19  28  25                 2  1
22  2  4                 0  0
24  9  12                 2  0
25   8  6                 0  2
26  35  0                 0 35
27  2  0                 0  2
28  21  25                 0  5

 Total 301 213                31 96

Strikes are individual bombing missions with one or two bombs
designated to be dropped on targets.  Hits are bombs delivered
and scored by the 37th Wing as on or near aimpoints based
upon onboard gun camera video.  Misses are bombs obviously
not delivered on designated aimpoints.  No--drops are
occasions when pilots did not deliver ordnance during their
mission.



entropic dis lo ca tion of the in nards and
connec tive tis sue of the Iraqi so ci ety and
in fra struc ture.”8  But did such con ven tional
in fra struc ture ruin have the pos tu lated ef -
fect on the Hussein re gime?  The an swer can 
only come from a more can did ap praisal of
what really hap pened in the Iraqi capi tal.

Bef ore pro ceed ing fur ther, one must ex -
plic itly de fine the geo graphic lim its and the
rea son why Bagh dad was a dis tinct part of
the air cam paign.  Be cause Iraqi air de fenses 
ring ing the capi tal were highly re garded,
“down town” Bagh dad was ex clu sively the
do main of F- - 117 stealth fight ers and cruise
mis siles.9  Thirty- - one tar gets were lo cated
within a three- - mile ra dius ex tend ing from
the Rash eed Ho tel (see fig ure 1).  In to tal,
some 45 pro spec tive Bagh dad tar gets made
it onto the bomb ing sched ule (42 ended up
be ing at tacked, 39 by stealth).

With un spar ing news me dia fo cus riv eted 
on Bagh dad, a hy per dis crimi nate ap proach
was cho sen.  Pre ci sion in weap onry and tar -
get iden ti fi ca tion fa cili tated pin point bomb -
ing to achieve “func tional” as op posed to
“physi cal” de struc tion.  Yet the im pres sion
was al ways of far more in tense bomb ing,
and even these sparse at tacks ended up be -
ing trun cated, largely by Pow ell and Wash -
ing ton de ci sion mak ers who felt ci vil ian
dam age out weighed any mili tary bene fits.
The end re sult was that there were only a
few mo ments in 24 nights when the in visi -
ble jets were ac tu ally pres ent above the Iraqi 
capi tal.  And there were merely six days
when Toma hawks made their pres ence felt.

“Iraqis are real trig ger pul lers,” one Air
Force of fi cer quipped, cit ing the may hem of
flak and surface- - to- - air mis siles seen on
tele vi sion that gave the im pres sion of in -
tense bomb ing by coa li tion forces.   The
fire works dis play, how ever, was a pow er ful
im age.  Air Force lead ers even melded the
larger stra te gic cam paign and the bomb ing
of Bagh dad to gether as if they were one and
the same.10  The er ro ne ous mes sage is that
the proven strat egy for any fu ture war is to
fo cus on a na tion's capi tal—in deed a
highly dis criminate fo cus on its lead er ship.

Yet, the air attacks against Bagh dad do not
of fer the op era tional ex pe ri ence to form the 
ba sis for such post war con ven tional wis -
dom.  Nor is it proven that a com bi na tion of 
early at tacks by stealth and pre ci sion guided 
weap ons can de feat ad ver sar ies quickly and
with a mini mum of casu al ties.

A Stealth Mirage
A post war New York Times dis patch from

the Iraqi capi tal de scribed “a peo ple emerg -
ing from de feat af ter suf fer ing one of the
heavi est aer ial bom bard ments in his tory” (em -
pha sis added).11  Ech oed Mid dle East hand
Mil ton Viorst in The New Yorker,  “There was 
no Sec ond World War–style ur ban de struc -
tion, de spite the tons of ex plo sives that had
fallen” (em pha sis added).12  A do vish eye wit -
ness wrote in The Na tion that there were no
more than three th o u s a nd ci vil ian deaths.
“This would be the low est number of ci vil -
ian deaths from the bomb ing of a ma jor
city in the his tory of mod ern war: Con sid -
er the Lon don Blitz, Dres den, To kyo, Hi -
roshima, Na gasaki.”13  How had the
im pres sion be come so skewed that Bagh dad
could be com pared with the Sec ond World
War, when tens of thou sands of tons were
dropped and tens of thou sands were killed
in in di vid ual raids?

Partly the an swer lies with the news me -
dia, which spoke of mas sive at tacks and an
“ava lanche” of bombs, high light ing Bagh -
dad from the first night.  US mili tary
spokes men, who chose the quick and glitzy
sound bite and video clip when more bal -
anced and de tailed ex pla na tion was re -
quired, con trib uted to the dis tor tion.

Fin ger point ing none the less fails to take
into con sid era tion the very strat egy of air war
plan ners and tar get eers, and the em ploy -
ment of the stealth fighter.  Forty- - two F- -
 117s flew 1,296 sor ties (and 2,358 sepa rate
strikes), drop ping 2,077 bombs in De sert
Storm, roughly 30 per cent of Air Force
guided tonnage.14  Given stealth's highly
val ued ac cu racy and sur viv abil ity, most
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Key
 1 Doura electrical power plant
 2 Doura refinery
 3 Rasheed electrical power plant
 4 Jadriya/Hurriya Square communications relay
 5 14 July Bridge
 6 Presidential palace/bunker
 7 New Pesidential Palace/bunker
 8 Baghdad air defense headquarters
 9 Alwiya telephone exchange
10 Iraqi Intelligence Service regional headquarters
11 Ba'ath party headquarters
12 Presidential security force
13 Republican Guard headquarters

14 Ma'moon (Karkh) telephone exchange
15 Secret Police complex
16 Iraqi Intelligence Service headquarters
17 Ministry of Industry
18 Saddam Conference Center
19 Government control center south/bunker
20 Internal security headquarters
21 Nidal communications relay
22 Jumhuriyah Bridge
23 Rasheed Street telephone exchange (AT&T Building)
24 Ahrar Bridge
25 “Ministry of Propaganda”

26 State radio and television headquarters
27 Iraqi air force headquarters
28 Muthenna airfield
29 Al  Firdos  C3 facility
30 Shuhada Bridge
31 Ministry of Defense headquarters
32 Maiden Square/Bab Al Muadem telephone
exchange
33 Waziriyah electrical transformer station
34 Ministry of Defense computer center
35 Aadhimiya telephone exchange
36 Military intelligence headquarters

Off map:  Bagh dad SRBM as sem bly, in ter na tional AM trans mit ter, Rash eed air field

Un lo cated:  Army stor age de pot, Bagh dad ra dio re lay ter mi nal air de fense head quar ters (near or col lo cated with no. 8, Sad dam City com mu ni -
ca tions re lay).

Note:  Bagh dad ra dio re lay ter mi nal air de fense head quar ters and army stor age de pot are also lo cated within the three- - mile ring.
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(Above) A city burns. Ninety
per cent of the Japa nese city of
Toyama is in flames af ter an at -
tack by B- 29s on 2 August 1945.
(Left) Schwe in furt erupts. Mili tary, 
in dus trial, and resi den tial ar eas
are the sub ject of a dense pat tern 
of bombs. Yet, the bomb ing of
Bagh dad was de scribed as “one
of the heavi est aer ial bom bard -
ments in his tory” in a post–Gulf
War New York Times dis patch.



think it was se ques tered for high- - threat ar -
eas where other planes might be more vul -
ner able or where col lat eral dam age con cerns 
pre cluded less ac cu rate plat forms.  Stealth's
fo cus “mostly against tar gets in the heav ily
de fended ar eas of down town Bagh dad” is
even cited in the De fense De part ment's Con -
duct of the Per sian Gulf War as its de ci sive
con tri bu tion.15

How ever, only 295 stealth strikes (12 per -
cent of its ef fort) were against capi tal
targets.16 Ac cord ing to 37th Fighter Wing 
rec ords, 493 of 2,358 strikes (21 per cent)
were against air fields lo cated far from ur ban
ar eas.  And an other 193 F- - 117 strikes (8 per -
cent) were flown against tar gets in Ku wait
and the Basra area.17  In deed, nine of the top 
10 tar gets hit by stealth—ac count ing for 662
strikes (27 per cent of all F- - 117 ac tiv -
ity)—were tar gets re peat edly at tacked by other 
air as sets, even early in the war, far away from
Bagh dad.  Only one—Ba'ath party head quar -
ters—was located in side the ring.18

In terms of his toric achieve ment, there is
no ques tion that stealth dem on strated that
in di vid ual tar gets in de fended air space
could be found amidst dense ur ban sprawl
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A suc cess?  Af ter the first three days, F- 117s could re port back that they had suc cess fully de liv ered a to tal of six
bombs on capi tal lead er ship tar gets, 16 bombs over all in Bagh dad.

A Toma hawk leaves the sea on its way to a tar get.
Thirty- nine Toma hawks at tacked tar gets in Bagh dad in
the first 24 hours.



and that tra di tional col lat eral dam age could
be mini mized in their at tack.  Yet the il lu -
sion of their ha bit ual pres ence over Bagh dad 
had a defi nite draw back: The pub li c—even
of fi cial—im pres sion of far greater num bers,
par ticu larly as the propa ganda bat tle over ci -
vil ian casu al ties heated up.19  This led to
sub se quent re stric tions on bomb ing the
capi tal.

If De sert Storm was the first
in for ma tion war, as some claim,

the Air Force stum bled badly.

The stealth- - delivered bomb that had the
sin gle big gest im pact was in the sec ond wave 
on the night of 17 Janu ary.  It was the ob ject 
of the first pub licly un veiled video tape
when Lt Gen Char les Hor ner showed it hit -
ting the 13- - story Iraqi air force head quar -
ters build ing on the south east edge of
Muthenna air field.20 Soon it be came lore
that F- - 117s “hit” more than 50 tar gets on
open ing night and “de stroyed” 40 per cent of
all stra te gic tar gets.21

For all of the vivid re port ing from Bagh -
dad, noth ing of the sort tran spired. Only ten 
2,000- - pound bombs and 39 Toma hawk sea- -
 launched cruise mis siles at tacked city tar gets 
in the first 24 hours, and only an ad di tional
five bombs and 18 mis siles landed the next
day and night. Though Air Force plan ners let 
out a cheer on the first night when the lights 
went out (all the work of Toma hawks;
stealth never at tacked an elec tri cal power
plant), the achieve ment ob scured the fact
that the feat was against one of the most
frag ile tar get groups and was achieved with
at tacks out side the capi tal.

Af ter the first three days, F- - 117s could
report back that they had suc cess fully de liv -
ered a to tal of six bombs on capi tal lead er -
ship tar gets, 16 bombs over all in
Bagh dad.  Though the coun try wide score
against leadership was bet ter,22 the capi tal as -

sumed some de gree of im mu nity. There was 
only a to tal of 14 stealth lead er ship strikes
in the en tire first week in Bagh dad—less
than 15 per cent of the air craft's over all ef -
fort.  Air de fenses and bad weather, as well as 
hu man fac tors and the “fric tion” of war, sig -
nifi cantly dis rupted the planned ef fort.

Iraq's first foray into coun ter bomb ing
propa ganda—the “baby milk” fac -
tory—occurred on 23 Janu ary, and soon
pub li c de bate over ci vil ian casu al ties es ca -
lated far out of pro por tion to physi cal re al -
ity.  Tens of thou sands of sor ties had been
flown, and tele vi sion had aired less than a
half dozen ex am ples of ci vil ian dam age.
Yet, each Iraqi- - originating news mor sel im -
pacted with great force, and the two ad ver -
sar ies traded in creas ingly pointed par ries.

A few days af ter the baby milk spat, the
first news re ports emerged of at tacks on the
Am man high way dur ing Scud hunt ing. Even 
UN Sec re tary Gen eral Ja vier Perez de Cu el lar 
spoke up for the first time, la bel ing strikes
on oil tank ers and refu gee traf fic “in ad -
missible.”23 The So viet Un ion—os ten si ble part -
ner in the in ter na tional coa li tion—in -
tensely complained to the Bush
ad mini stra tion about the “sav agery” of the
air war.24 The presi dent as sured in his State
of the Un ion ad dress that “Iraq's ca pac ity to 
sus tain war is be ing de stroyed. . . . We do
not seek the de struc tion of Iraq, its cul ture
or its peo ple.”25

With Scuds and cri ses du jour in trud ing,
Bagh dad faded. Dur ing the en tire sec ond
week of the war, a to tal of 32 bombs fell on
capi tal tar gets; by the end of Janu ary, about
60 Bagh dad strikes had been car ried out, less 
than one- - third the number origi nally
planned.26

When news from Basra in early Feb ru ary
sug gested car pet bomb ing, Pen ta gon spokes -
men seemed in creas ingly ex as per ated.27

“We never said there would be no col lat eral
dam age,” Lt Gen Tho mas Kelly com plained
at one of his af ter noon brief ings:

What we did say is that our pilots
scrupulously adhered to good targeting . . .
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and in fact flew that target profile to the best
of their ability.  We go to great lengths . . . to
avoid collateral damage. But war is a dirty
business, and unfortunately, there will be
collateral damage. There's no way one can
prohibit it.28

Iraq was n't claim ing even five hun dred ci -
vil ian casu al ties,29 yet mili tary spokes men
were prac ti cally ad mit ting hid den dam age.
One might have thought Dres den or To kyo
had oc curred.

By the time the Al Fir dos shel ter was at -
tacked on 13 Feb ru ary, there was wide spread 
con fu sion re gard ing the capi tal cam paign.
Amiri yah was the worst sin gle in ci dent of
ci vil ian car nage—more or less equal ing all
Iraqi deaths in the past month—yet, that
very fact did not seem to dem on strate how
suc cess ful air power had been in lim it ing
col lat eral dam age.

Did Iraq win the propa ganda war, or did 
the United States lose it? Af ter Ram sey Clark, 
former US at tor ney gen eral, re leased a video-
- tape of war- - ravaged Basra, Rear Adm
Mike McCon nell, JCS in tel li gence chief,
stated:

There have been some instances of collateral
damage, but in the grander scale of things . . .
it's very, very small. What we've been able to
monitor is that precision weapons have done
exactly as they were intended to do.

McCon nell de fended ac cu racy by point ing
out an un popu lar fact no one wanted to
hear: Iraqi propa ganda was es sen tially
truthful; there was lit tle “hid den” dam -
age.  “Every time that I'm aware of ci vil ian
casu al ties, it's been [aired] on tele vi sion,”
the ad mi ral said. “If I think back, it was
maybe two or three times.”30

An Empty Center
From the first August 1990 In stant Thun -

der brief ing, Bagh dad was the air war's sym -
bolic heart in a cam paign to “in ca paci tate,
dis credit and iso late [the] Hussein re gime,
elimi nate Iraqi of fen sive/de fen sive ca pa bil -

ity . . . [and] cre ate con di tions lead ing to
Iraqi with drawal from Ku wait.”31

Whether Sad dam Hussein was the true
fo cus is not the sub ject of this ar ti cle. Of fi cial
Wash ing ton dis as so ci ated it self from any
per sonal de capi ta tion ef fort, while the Black 
Hole plan ners in the air com po nent of Cen -
tral Com mand (CENT COM) came to agree
that core at tacks had the pur pose of iso lat -
ing Sad dam and the Ba'ath re gime. This
would “dis rupt” the “lead er ship's abil ity to
com mu ni cate with [the] popu lace,”32 cre ate
a “com mu ni ca tions vac uum” to in ca paci tate 
lead er ship, and re sult in civil un rest or even
over throw.33 Pre ci sion bomb ing in Bagh dad
would “com mu ni cate” to the Iraqi peo ple
the vul ner abil ity of the re gime, while at -
tacks against lead er ship and com mu ni ca tions
would sever physi cal links.

Tar get eers and plan ners in ter viewed US
and for eign con trac tors and dip lo mats, Iraqi
de fec tors, and emi grés, all with the hope of
lo cat ing im por tant aim points in the capi tal.
Stand ing in front of a sat el lite photo, Col
John War den, chief of the Check mate group
in Head quar ters USAF, said:

They would say, for example, “There was a
military command center on the second floor
of that building. I drove by it on the way to
work.” We'd check the information against
other sources, and if it checked out, we'd put
it on our list of targets.34

Coun try wide, a to tal of 33 lead er ship tar -
gets were found, a cate gory sec ond in
number only to air de fenses and gen eral
mili tary sup port on the eve of the war.35

Twenty- - five po ten tial com mand cen -
ters,36 many with “state- - of- - the- - art bun ker
con struc tion,”37 were iden ti fied. In Bagh -
dad, five presi den tial--as so ci ated tar gets
(in clud ing two bun kers) were pin pointed,
with an other half dozen in nearby Abu
Ghraib and Taji (out side the three- - mile
ring). By far, how ever, the larg est number of 
Bagh dad tar gets were 18 in the com mand,
con trol, and com mu ni ca tions (C3) cate gory,
in clud ing tele phone ex changes, tele vi sion and
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ra dio sta tions, and sus pected fi ber--op tic
cable- - carrying bridges.

Brig Gen Buster Glos son, chief of the
Black Hole group, feared, and Gen eral
Schwarz kopf tended to agree, that the air
war might not be al lowed for more than a
few days. “All of a sud den the war was go ing 
to stop and . . . we [would] have a hell of a
lot more stuff to do,” Glos son said.38

Hence, the plan was to spread out the at tacks 
as widely as pos si ble over the en tire tar get
base.  “Stan dard” bomb ing prac tice of con -
cen trat ing on one tar get group af ter an other 
in se quence was re jected, and the number of 
bombs to be used at each in di vid ual tar get
was re duced.39  Stealth be came the main in -
stru ment of this “ve neer” strat egy, and the
Black Hole plan ners changed the as sump -
tion of eight F- - 117s drop ping eight bombs
on a typi cal tar get in a sin gle at tack to just
one or two bombs per tar get.40

In deed, nine of the top 10 tar gets
hit by stealth . . . were tar gets

re peat edly at tacked by other
air as sets, even early in the war,

far away from Bagh dad.

Be liev ing that only a small win dow of op -
por tu nity ex isted for sur prise, strikes on
lead er ship were also “front ended” with the
hope of achiev ing an early blow.41  Eight een 
capi tal tar gets were ear marked to be
bombed in the first three days,42 ten in the
lead er ship and na tional C3 cate go ries.43

How ever, each tar get, no mat ter how large or 
im por tant, received the same de gree of at ten -
tion.  Military, party, in tel li gence tar gets,
even Sad dam's resi dences, were at tacked
with a sin gle 2,000- - pound bomb or three
to six 1,000- - pound Toma hawk cruise mis -
siles.

There was con sid er able pre war at ten tion
to po ten tial col lat eral dam age.  The ad mini -
stra tion was fully briefed on the plan for the 

first 48 hours, and Sec re tary of De fense Dick 
Che ney and Sec re tary of State James Baker
re viewed the tar get list in some de tail.44  An
ur ban map was pre pared along with an -
notations de scrib ing the area around each tar -
get—“iso lated,” “sparsely popu lated,” “resi den -
tial,” or “in dus trial”—and spe cial flags
des ig nated whether tar gets con tained chemi -
cal weap ons, or were near hos pi tals or
mosques.45  Stealth pi lots car ried maps an -
no tated with “sensitive” in stal la tions such as
for eign em bas sies.46

When the Black Hole group started to tar -
get four down town bridges at the end of
Janu ary, sus pect ing that they pro vided fiber-
 - optic con duits used for Scud mis sile launch 
com mands,47 mi cro man age ment in truded.
A deadly bridge at tack in the south ern town
of Na siri yah on 4 Feb ru ary had proven yet
another Iraqi propa ganda suc cess,48 and
though no ad verse sto ries had yet emerged
from simi lar Bagh dad bridge strikes (in clud -
ing the mis taken bomb ing of the Cen tral
Bank on 30 Janu ary),49 Gen eral Pow ell
equated bridges with added dan ger.  He told 
Schwarz kopf that Bagh dad bridge at tacks
were not worth the risks, and more than a
week bef ore Amiri yah, Schwarz kopf told
Glos son to hold off bomb ing them.50

At about the time of Pow ell's ini tial or der 
to rein in capi tal at tacks, the Cen tral In -
telligence Agency (CIA) con cluded that Bagh -
dad's abil ity to com mu ni cate with the Ku -
waiti thea ter of op era tions (KTO) by se cure
means was only “mod er ately de graded”
and that al ter nate rout ing was still avail -
able.51  Net works proved more re dun dant
and more able to be re con sti tuted than tar -
get eers an tici pated.  Un der ground co ax ial
ca bles, fi ber op tics and com put er ized
switch ing sys tems in par ticu lar “proved
par ticu larly tough to put out of ac tion.”52

With bridges and a sus pected com mu ni -
ca tions node un der the Rash eed Ho tel off
the tar get list, the Black Hole plan ners re -
fo cused on other C3 links, fly ing 37 stealth
strikes over Bagh dad on 13 Feb ru ary, the
high est to tal of the war (see ta ble 2).  One
of those tar gets was the Al Fir dos C3 bun ker.
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Af ter the at tack, Wash ing ton in sisted on
ap prov ing all city tar gets.53  A va ri ety of
“sen ior Pen ta gon” and “ad mini stra tion” of -
fi cials went off the rec ord, claim ing that
Amiri yah was an im por tant back- - up “lead -
er ship” hide out ac ti vated be cause of the suc -
cess of the air cam paign.54  But by the time
of Amiri yah, the Iraqi lead er ship had as simi -
lated a far sim pler mes sage: Stay away from
visi ble fa cili ties, sit tight for the Ameri cans
will soon be fin ished and then they will be
gone.  Gen eral Kelly him self in ad ver tently
com mu ni cated this im mu nity: “I would say
to the peo ple of Iraq the saf est place for
them at night is home in their beds, be cause 
we're not bomb ing neigh bor hoods.”55

Home in Their Beds
When Pe ter Ar nett in ter viewed Sad dam

Hussein on 27 Janu ary, it was in a mod est
resi den tial house in north west Bagh dad, far
from the down town presi den tial compound.56

As So viet en voy Yevgeny M. Pri makov be -
gan his shut tle di plo macy, he also met the
Iraqi leader in nor mal pri vate homes, not
in govern ment fa cili ties.57

Bef ore the war, the Iraqi lead er ship de -
bated where Sad dam and the in ner cir cle
should op er ate from.  The of fice of the
president and Sad dam's per sonal guard,
well known for their im pene tra ble se cu rity
screen, had mul ti ple build ings and resi -
dences to choose from.  Though the presi den -
tial grounds, a five- - square- - mile en clave in
the el bow of a twist in the Ti gris River, con -
tained nu mer ous ob vi ous tar gets—in clud ing
un der ground com mand cen ters58—it also
con tained doz ens of VIP resi dences and in -
nocu ous “safe houses.”  And there were
scores of ad di tional gov ern ment and Ba'ath 
party of fices and homes dot ted else where
through out the city.

Just bef ore the UN dead line, the Iraqi
gov ern ment in formed the for eign dip lo -
matic corps that it would move all func tions 
out of the capi tal,59 and civil de fense ex er -

cises were held to prac tice ci vil ian evacua -
tion.  When the bomb ing started, many
peo ple flooded from the capi tal to stay with 
rela tives and friends in the coun try side and
avoid what they per ceived to be the im pend -
ing cata clysm in the cen ter.

But the in ner cir cle soon re al ized that
much of its for mal con tin gency plan ning
did n't need to be im ple mented.  Both the
So viet and French gov ern ments, of fi cials
claim, as sured them that the coa li tion
would not de stroy the capi tal, not pur sue its 
cap ture, nor at tempt the oc cu pa tion of Iraq. 
Bomb ing did not con tra dict this as sur ance.

Iraqi of fi cials state with out ex cep tion
that af ter the first few days, they rec og nized
what types of tar gets were go ing to be hit
and how cir cum scribed the dam age would
be.  Though Iraqi pub li c blus ter is that Sad -
dam was in Ku wait with the troops when the 
bomb ing started, sources close to the presi -
dent state that he was ac tu ally in Bagh dad,
in a resi dence spe cifi cally cho sen for its in -
no cence.  Af ter the first few days, how ever,
he moved back to his com pound.  A
national- - level “tac ti cal” com mand cen ter
set up in Baby lon near Hil lah, less than 45
minutes south of the capi tal by car, was
only oc ca sion ally used.

Though War den opines that through C3

at tacks, Sad dam was “re duced” to run ning
the war with a com mand sys tem “not much
more so phis ti cated than that used by Wel -
ling ton and Blücher at Wa ter loo in 1815,”60

this is mir ror im ag ing of Ameri can elec -
tronic de pend ence.  US in tel li gence was well 
aware that Sad dam made use of face- - to- - face 
meet ings and spe cial cou ri ers to de liver “of -
fi cial” mes sages to sub or di nates.  Dur ing the 
Iran- - Iraq war, he would visit the front
unannounced, or sum mon lead ers to Bagh dad 
(this was only a few hours' drive or a 30- -
 minute heli cop ter ride) in or der to as sert his 
per sonal con trol and in timi da tion.61  Nu -
mer ous mili tary ac tions (e.g., authori za tion
of Scud mis sile fir ings, es cape of air craft to
Iran, the Khafji in cur sion) re quired Bagh -
dad's ap proval, but bomb ing of lead er ship 
tar gets and dis rup tion of com mu ni ca tions
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did not seem to have much ef fect.  In struc -
tions nor mally would have been writ ten and 
trans mit ted via cou rier, Iraqi of fi cials say.
And most tar gets hit were not oc cu pied any -
how.

When asked to de scribe the im pact of
Bagh dad bomb ing on ei ther gov ern ment
decision- - making or mili tary ca pa bil ity,
knowl edge able of fi cials state that given their 
as sump tion of a short war (at least a short
air war), they could think of only mi nor ef -
fect, par ticu larly given emer gency gen -
era tors used to han dle the most im por tant
needs.  In terms of work hab its or daily
lives, of fi cials could not give any ex am ples
of ad verse im pact other than the ex pected
“in con ven iences” of war.

Though the psy cho logi cal im pact of stra -
te gic bomb ing is one of its car di nal quali -
ties, and at tacks of spe cific tar gets were
meant to con vey dis creet mes sages,62 Iraqi
of fi cials gloat that the pre ci sion was sooth -
ing rather than dis con cert ing.  In a city the
size of met ro poli tan New York with a popu -
la tion of over four mil lion, scat tered and
occa sional strikes seemed to vali date their
de ci sion not to give in to the coa li tion.  In
early Feb ru ary, peo ple evi dently agreed,
for they started re turn ing to the capi tal,
and nor mal ba sic com merce re sumed.

Pin point bomb ing of lead er ship might
have been meant to “send a mes sage” to the
Iraqi peo ple, but most Bagh da dis knew lit tle 
of what went on within Sad dam's com plex.
Ironi cally, then, there were few visi ble signs
that Sad dam or the Ba'ath were in fact se ri -
ously threat ened.63  The lim ited bomb ing
ef fort was its own mes sen ger.  “If you are
ask ing about the ef fect in Bagh dad, clearly
more in tense bomb ing would have made a
greater im pres sion on the peo ple,” a For eign 
Min is try of fi cial said in 1993.

Quick and ac cu rate de struc tion of many 
tar gets across Iraq's stra te gic depth is the
main evi dence air power ad vo cates use to
prove the air war's suc cess.  Post war sur veys
con firm pre cise de struc tion of C3 fa cili ties,64

but from this, it is dif fi cult to con clude that
physi cal dam age cut the lead er ship off.

“When com mand com mu ni ca tions suf fer
ex treme dam age, as they did in Iraq,” War -
den as serts, “the lead er ship has great dif fi -
culty in di rect ing war ef forts.”  He goes on
to state that “the lack of com mu ni ca tions
not only in hib its the bol ster ing of na tional
mo rale but also fa cili tates re bel lion on the
part of dis si dent ele ments.”65  Granted the
war made com mu ni ca tions with the south
dif fi cult if not im pos si ble, but there is lit tle
evi dence as to the ef fect on di rect ing war ef -
forts.  Ameri can pos tu la tions are merely of
what ef fect pre ci sion bomb ing should sig nal
and achieve.66

Simi larly, the RAND Cor po ra tion's study
A League of Air men states that Bagh dad
bridge at tacks “downed fiber- - optics com -
mu nications ca bles. . . .”67  There is no evi -
dence that the mis sion was suc cess ful;
RAND merely repeats the pre sumed re sult. 
In deed, at the end of the war, the De fense 
In tel li gence Agency (DIA) con cluded that
the coa li tion's

inability to permanently degrade SRBM
command and control is . . . significant,
despite determined efforts to incapacitate
Iraqi  military and civilian national networks.
Even in the last days of the war, Baghdad
retained a sufficient capability to initiate firings 
from new launch areas and to retarget SRBMs 
from urban to military and high--value
targets, such as the Dimona nuclear reactor.68

Long bef ore the 28 Feb ru ary cease- - fire,
Iraqi clev er ness and re source were ap par ent, 
both in the use of de coys and de cep tions
and in prepa ra tions for pin point bomb ing.
Through out the coun try, a mas sive ef fort
was un der taken to strip manu fac tur ing and
con trol fa cili ties of valu able pro duc tion
equip ment, com put ers, rec ords, and ma te ri -
als.  At tele phone ex changes, elec tri cal
power plants, oil re fin er ies, and other in stal -
la tions, even at Bagh dad mu se ums, valu -
ables, sen si tive equip ment, and spare and
re pair parts were re moved and taken to
places thought less likely to be bombed.69

Af ter spend ing more than six weeks in
post war Bagh dad in two trips in 1991 and
1993 in spect ing vir tu ally every tar get at -
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tacked, what seemed clear to me was that the 
ji had against Sad dam was never more than a 
clash with Sad dam's build ings.70 Vis its to
min is tries, head quar ters, and com mu -
nications sites ex posed one of the ironic
weak nesses of pre ci sion bomb ing. At tacks
in deed did lit tle dam age to sur round ing ar -
eas.  And build ings were in deed ren dered un -
us able.  But Iraqi of fi cials pre pared
them selves by evacu at ing their nor mal
places of busi ness.  And al ter nate com mu ni -
ca tions were able to be es tab lished, fa cili -
tated by a pin point strat egy that never
threat ened the en tire com mu ni ca tions fab -
ric dur ing any sin gle fo cused pe ri od.

“Ve neer” bomb ing and pre ci sion se cured
the safety of mili tary and ci vil ian lead er -
ship.  The De fense Min is try, for in stance,
moved into a Min is try of Youth build ing.
The of fice of the presi dent op er ated from
the Cen tral Plan ning Min is try build ing in -
side the Ti gris com plex, a mere two hun dred 
feet from the bombed Jum hu ri yah bridge.

There is no con crete evi dence that any
Bagh dad lead er ship tar get was ac tu ally in
use at the time of at tack.  Min is ters and key
staff evacu ated build ings bef ore 17 Janu ary,
re mov ing with them equip ment and files.
In the case of some tar gets—tele phone ex -
changes and ra dio re lays, bridges, and elec -
tri cal plants—a well- - placed bomb or two
was in deed enough to achieve the sought- -
 after func tional kill.  But there is a lack of
proof from these ex am ples that small num -
bers of bombs can de feat “lead er ship” or the 
core of any so ci ety in a short war.

Fur ther, while there is no evi dence of ad -
verse psy cho logi cal im pact on the ci vil ian
popu la tion as a re sult of Bagh dad bomb ing,
the very mod esty of the cam paign had a dis -
as trous coun ter ef fect. In ar eas where
bombing was more “tra di tional” and far
more in tense—such as in Basra and the
south and in north ern cit ies—civil un rest
was far greater and the grip of the cen tral

gov ern ment was in deed un der mined.
Granted these are Kurdish and Shi'ite ar eas
prone to hos til ity to wards Bagh dad any how.
But the civil war at the pe riph ery was nei -
ther planned nor an tici pated.

In Bagh dad, where bomb ing was cir cum -
scribed, Sad dam Hussein re tained firm con -
trol.  Im me di ate ly af ter the cease- - fire,
peo ple cau tiously awaited coa li tion pres sure 
or mili tary ac tion to fa cili tate the re gime's
down fall.  When noth ing oc curred, most
quickly re sumed their pre war ex is tences.
The re gime used the “mas sa cre” at Amiri yah 
and the bomb ing of the baby milk fac tory to 
dem on strate Iraq's un just vic timi za tion.
The sparse ness of Bagh dad at tacks made
such propa ganda claims seem more credi ble, 
for what else could the ex pla na tions be
other than in ten tional pain when so many
other gov ern ment tar gets went un bombed?

Air war bra vado over bombs dropped
down ele va tor shafts and through door ways
of Sad dam's pal aces and min is tries not with -
stand ing,71 the true fab ric of gov ern men tal
con trol—in ter nal se cu rity and Ba'ath party
ele ments at the lo cal level, gov ern ment of -
fices, ur ban mili tary camps—emerged un -
scathed.  Tar get se lec tion and the ve neer
strat egy is to blame; the silly de bate about
bomb ing stat ues and the fu tile at tack on the 
empty Ba'ath party head quar ters build ing
on the last day of the war dem on strates the
de ple tion of Air Force “stra te gic” think ing as 
De sert Storm con tin ued.  Sad dam could not
con trol the air over his own capi tal, and the
US could bomb pretty much any thing it
wanted.  What a great achieve ment for air -
power.  Bagh dad, how ever, ended up as a
sym bol, an ef figy for ad her ents of the lead -
er ship cult.  The pri mary con tribu tor to Sad -
dam's de ci sion to with draw—at tacks on
lead er ship, tra di tional stra te gic bomb ing,
tac ti cal strikes, the ground war—re mains ut -
terly mys te ri ous.  
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